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M E M O R A N D U M  

TO: School Committee Chairpersons 
Superintendents of Schools 

I School Principals 

FROM: John H. Lawson, Commissioner > % *  % . 
DATE: September 27, 1985 

The Public School Improvement Act (Chapter 188 of the Acts of 1985), 
which was passed by the Massachsuetts Great and General Court in the 
Summer of 1985, unveils a new and exciting era in education for the 
Commonwealth. One of the major sections of this bill establishes the 
School Improvement Fund, from which will be allocated grants to schools 
that establish School Improvement Councils. These councils will pro- 
vide schools with an exciting opportunity to enrich their educational 
resources, both through the expenditure of monies that will be given 
to each school and through the process of including principals, teachers, 
parents, and the community in the educational decision-making of schools. 

The Department of Education, to ensure that School Improvement Councils 
are effective vehicles for school improvement, has developed the attached 
I1 Questions and Answers" for and use by individuals who will be involved 
with councils, either in their establishment or their functioning. This 
document addresses many of the issues that may arise for councils and 
provides suggestions for how these councils may want to proceed. While 
we have tried to anticipate the areas of concern that councils may 
encounter, we recognize that individual situations may require specific 
assistance. If you have questions you would like answered, please feel 
free to call Susan Freedman, Coordinator of Community Education, Bureau 
of Student, Community and Adult Services, at (617) 770-7574. 

The Board of Education and the Department enthusiastically support the 
Public School Improvement Act and recognize its potential for improving 
education in this state. We encourage schools to take advantage of 
the numerous ways in which School Improvement Councils and School Improve- 

, ment Fund grants can invigorate education and to use these vehicles to 

develop creative and innovative responses to their individual educational 
needs. 



SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT 
COUNCILS 

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 

Produced by 
Massachusetts Department of Education 

Bureau of Student, Community and Adult Services 
Kathleen Atkinson, Director 

Developed by 
Susan Freedman, Coordinator of Community Education 

Barbara Aschheim, Community Education Consultant 

Massachusetts Department of Education 
1385 Hancock Street 

Quincy, Massachusetts 02169 
(617) 770-7581 



QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS REGARDING THE SCHOOL IIIPROVDEKC COllACILS 

1. Q. What are School Improvement Councils? 

A. The School Improvement Councils (General Laws, Chapter 15, Section 

51) are composed of the principal, three teachers, two parents of 

children in the school, and one community representative. These 

councils are formed voluntarily by schools wishing to take advantage 

of School Improvement Fund grants. Councils have the authority, 

subject to the veto of the school committee, to determine how the 

monies that are appropriated to their school are spent consistent 

with the authorizing statute (see Question 817 following). They 

also have the unique opportunity to expand the parent and community 

participation in decision-making in their school and to educate the 

community on the programs and needs of their school. 

2. Q. What is the School Improvement Fund and what is its relationship to 

School Improvement Councils? 

A. The School Improvement Fund (General Laws, Chapter 10, Section 3 5 ~ )  

has been established by the Legislature for the purpose of receiving 

annual appropriations that will be allocated to School Improvement 

Councils in the form of grants. Schools that establish School Improve- 

ment Councils can apply to the Department of Education to receive grants 

from the School Improvement Fund that equal the number of full-time 

equivalent students enrolled the previous year multiplied by $10.00. 

3. Q. Why vere School Improvement Councils included in the legielatian? 

A. The Legislature is interested in increasing the participation of 

teachers, parents, and community representatives in the educational 

planning that occurs in schools. It recognizes the importance of 



having local citizens help to make determinations about the direction 

that education takes in their schools and hopes that, through the 

incentive grants, it will 'expand community understanding and involve- 

ment in the schools. 

The Board of Education also is enthusiastic about the potential that 

councils have for increasing citizen involvement in the educational 

process and is taking a leadership role in supporting the implemen- 

tation of this legislation. The Board is encouraging schools to take 

advantage of the opportunities that councils present to increase their 

financial resources and to expand the participation of parents and 

citizens in local educational decision making. 

4. Q. Are all of the schools that establish School Improvement Councils 

eligible for these grants? 

A. In fiscal year '86, only schools that contain any of the grades K-6 

and form School Improvement Councils will be eligible for these grants. 

1n FY 1987 and each fiscal-year thereafter, each school containing any 

of the grades K-12 which has formed a School Improvement Council will 

be eligible. 

5. Q. In FY '86, vill schools that contain only a sixth grade, such as 

middle schools, be eligible for School Lmproverent Funds? 

A. Yes. A school with students in any of grades K-6 will be able to 

form a School Improvement Council and receive funds based on the 

number of students in any of grades K-6 in the previous year. 

Parents of other than sixth grade students and teachers of other 

than sixth grade classes may serve on the council in FY '86. 

6. Q. Who is to be on the Councils? 

A. Chapter 15, Section 51 describes the councils as follows: 

At each school the expenditure of said funds (School 

Improvement Fund grants) shall be determined exclusively 

by a council consisting of the school principal who shall 



serve as chairperson; three teachers, elected annually by 

the teachers of the building; two parents of children 

attending said school building chosen in elections held 

annually by the local parent-teacher organization under 

the direction of the principal of such school or, if none 

exists chosen by the school committee, and one person who 

is not a parent of a child attending said school building, 

appointed by the school committee. 

To the extent possible said councils shall be broadly 

representative of the racial and ethnic diversity of the 

school building and community. 

7. Q. Bow are these teachers, parents, and other individuals to be elected 

or appointed? 

A. Although the statute is silent on this subject, based on our experience 

with schools and with advisory councils, we offer the following sugges- 

t ions : 

Election of Teachers 

The teachers in a school interested in forming a School Improvement 

Council can elect three representatives to the council at one of 

their regular meetings. If the teachers have an annual meeting at 

which they generally determine their liaison people for the year, 

they may want to elect their council representatives at that time. 

In this start-up year, teachers with annual meetings in the Spring 

should hold an election in the Fall, 1985 for the timely initiation 

of the council and again in the Spring, 1986 for the 1986-1987 

School Improvement Council. 

Election and Appointment of Parents 

Schools with parent-teacher support organizations whether or not they 

are officially sanctioned or affiliated, may elect two parent repre- 

sentatives at the time of their annual elections under the direction 

of the principal. In this start-up year, these organizations should 

hold a special election in the Fall (if their annual meeting is held 

in the Spring) in order to form a School Improvement Council in a 

timely fashion for 1985-1986. Parents who are not members of the 



governing board of the organization or even of the organization 

itself, are eligible to run for the council positions. For schools 

in which there is no parent-teacher organization, the school com- 

mittee is to appoint two parents of children in that school. 

Appointment of a Non-Parent of a Child in the School 

This appointment allows the school committee to select one individual, 

such as a local business person, a representative from a community 

organization, or a student from a secondary school, who would be able 

to broaden the perspective that the council could bring to its 

deliberations. 

Broad Representation of the Racial and Ethnic Diversity of the 

School Building and the Community 

The legislation specifies that to the extent possible, councils shall 

be broadly representative of the racial and ethnic diversity of the 

school building and the community. While the election process of 

the teachers and the parent-teacher organization cannot ensure diver- 

sity, these groups are encouraged to take whatever steps they can to 

assure diversity of representation on their councils. School 

committees also are encouraged to use broad representation as one of 

the criteria they use in selecting their council appointees. 

8. Q. How does a council get started? 

A. Councils can be initiated by principals, teachers, parents, superin- 

tendents, school committees, or anyone else in the school community, 

as the legislation does not specify who may begin the process of 

forming a council. Because the school principal will be chairperson 

of the council, it is likely that in many schools interest in forming 

a council will be expressed to - or start with - the principal, with 
the understanding that heishe will request that the teachers and the 

parent-teacher organization arrange for the election of representatives. 

The principal also will be expected to ask the superintendent to 

request that the school committee make the necessary appointment. 

The principal may want to work with the above groups to establish 

timelines for their election/selection process and may want to make 

presentations to each group on the purpose and goals of councils. 



9. Q. What is the term of office of council h r s ?  

es. 

A. The legislation indicates that teachers and parents are to be elected 

annually but does not mention terms of office or succeeding oneself 

in office. Experience indicates, however, that in order to become 

effective council members, teachers, parents and community represen- 

tatives need to be informed about their school and to develop expertise 

in the group processes and the decision making that is required by 

council work. Theelectingand appointing bodies that contribute to 

council composition may want to keep in mind the value of giving 

council members sufficient time to "learn their job" when they 

develop their procedures for council member election/appointment. 

However, a parent member who no longer has a child attending a school 

may not continue to be a "parent representative" on that school's 

counc i 1. 

10. Q. What are the qualifications for council members? 

A. The legislation does not refer to the qualifications that council 

members should possess. However, effective councils on other subjects 

have attributed their success to members who have demonstrated an 

interest in and knowledge about the schools, a willingness to learn 

and to be open to a broad range of perspectives, and some experience 

in working in community groups. In addition, councils have found it 

important that members are able to attend the majority of council 

meetings and have time to devote to council work. 

11. Q. To what degree are council lerrbers responsible to the bodies that 

electedlappointed them? 

A .  Legally, council members have no specific obligation to the bodies 

that elected or appointed them. However, funding decisions of the 

council can be vetoed by the school committee. Experience with 

citizen involvement groups, such as councils, indicates that they 

are more successful and effective when they involve the affected 

community in their planning and decision making process. Councils 



are more likely to have their expenditure decisions approved when 

they have been made with broad school, parent, and community advice 

and support and are understood by the local community. 

Q. I f  a school already has a c d t t e e  that meets the caposit ion and 

selection requirerents of Section 51, may i t  consider this  c d t t e e  

as its School Improvement Cormcil? 

A. A school which has a committee whose selection procedures and 

composition both meet the requirements of the legislation for a 

School Improvement Council may submit the names of the members to 

the superintendent for certification as a School Improvement Council. 

For existing councils that meet the composition requirements, such 

as some vocational-technical advisory councils, school principals 

must also ensure that the members of these councils have been elected/ 

selected by the process described in the legislation. Existing 

councils that meet the specified requirements must allow only the 

School Improvement Council's elected or appointed members and the 

principal to vote in decisions related to the School Improvement 

Fund grant. 

13. Q. Hov can the School Improvement Council be coordinated vith other 

councils that may exist  in the school or the school district? 

A. Schools and school districts will probably develop a range of different 

ways for integrating their School Improvement Council into their 

existing council structure. The following listing indicates some of 

the structures that schools may develop, depending upon their indi- 

vidual situations: 

Organize the School Improvement Council as an umbrella 

organization with non-voting members who are representatives 

of other councils and committees in the school or the school 

district. 

Develop a system of councils/committees that have over- 

lapping representation and that coordinate and collaborate 

in their activities. 



Establish liaison between School Improvement Councils and 

existing councils. 

Organize the School Improvement Council as a sub-committee 

of a larger umbrella educational association. 

14. Q. Are there guidelines for the operation of councils? 

A. The legislation states that councils shall be governed by the open 

meeting law, which requires that meetings are open to the public and 

are held with prior public notification. The council also is to be 

governed by the state's auditing procedures and the state's statutes 

requiring disclosure to the public of records, documents, etc. that 

are kept by the council. Information on these laws and procedures 

can be obtained from the superintendent of schools or the city or 

town counsel. The legislation also states that the councils "shall 

annually submit a complete and detailed report of expenditures of 

funds under this section to the commissioner of education by the end 

of the school year." Schools will receive a reporting form for their 

councils in the Fall of 1985 from the Department of Education. 

15. Q. Eov are operational concerns, such as the establisbnt of 

subc-ittees, the addition of non-voting members, and the numbers 

of meetings, detemined by councils? 

A. Councils have considerable latitude in determining these and similar 

operational issues. 

Subcommittees. The legislation makes no mention of subcommittees. 

Experience has indicated, however, that councils that are the most 

effective develop mechanisms for broad community participation. 

Non-voting members. The legislation does not speak to this issue. 

Some councils may want to include other significant constituencies 

on their council in order to benefit from their perspective and 

expertise. Non-voting members can provide valuable resources and 

information for councils and can help to broaden councils' under- 

standing of their community. 



Number of meetings. There is no explicit mention of meetings in 

the legislation. Experience would indicate, however, that in order 

for councils to make good decisions they would need to hold a series 

of meetings to become familiar with the existing resources and 

programs of the school, and to understand its areas of need. In 

addition, in order to benefit from the participation of the local 

community, the council would need to provide a forum for citizen 

discussion. 

16. Q. When does a council receive its money and by when does it have to 

spend it? 

A. When the Director of Data Collection in the Department of Education 

receives the appropriate form from a superintendent of schools 

certifying that a School Improvement Council has been established, 

an allocation from the School Improvement Fund will be deposited 

with the city or town treasurer. These funds will be available to 

the council for the remainder of that fiscal year. The council 

must file a report on the use of the funds with the Commissioner 

of Education by the end of the school year. 

17. Q. Bow can this money be spent? 

A. The legislation provides great latitude on the kinds of expenditures 

that can be made. Specifically, Section 51 states: 

The proceeds of the fund shall be used, at the school 

building level, to establish innovative academic programs, 

expanded services to students, purchase of instructional 

equipment, alternative education programs, cultural 

education programs, community or parental involvement 

programs, business and education partnership programs, 

staff training, or for any other purposes consistent with 

the intent of this section. 

Such funds shall not be used for current operating costs, 

supplies, utilities, existing building and equipment 

maintenance, existing staff salaries and wages, or to 

supplant current school costs. 



Councils have the opportunity to decide upon a range of kinds of 

expenditures including those that have short term and long term 

benefits for schools. Also, they can use their monies for 

several small projects or one large project, depending upon 

their determination of the needs of the school. Monies could 

also be used as "seed" money to encourage, for example, business 

or cornmunity groups to provide matching funds for special pro- 

grams. Monies cannot be used, however, to pay for projects, 

people, or supplies that were funded in the previous year out 

of the regular school budget. Such a use would be considered 
11 supplanting" current school costs. 

18. Q. Does the use of the money need to be approved? 

A. The legislation states that proposed uses for the funds must be 

submitted to the school committee, which may veto proposed 

expenditures by a majority vote. In instances where a school 

submits a request for several different expenditures the school 

committee may make individual decisions on each expenditure 

item. If no vote is taken on the proposed expenditures within 

thirty calendar days, the proposed uses may be assumed to be 

approved. Uses of the grant monies that receive a veto may not 

be proposed to the school committee again for one calendar year 

19. Q. Should a council disband for the year once it has spent its u m e y  

and written its report? 

A. Councils may interpret their objective as broader than determining 

how to spend their allocation. Councils may decide to oversee the 

use of the monies they have allocated. In addition, many councils 

may have initiated school-wide planning, decision-making, or 

information-sharing processes, that they would want to maintain and 

build upon. In these cases, council members may want to continue 

to meet, to increase their familiarity with the school and the 

concerns of the community, and to expand their ability to parti- 

cipate in the decision-making of the school. 



20. Q. What are some suggestions for creative ways to use these mnies? 

A. There is no one right or wrong way to spend a School Improvement 

Fund grant, except for the specific limitations mentioned in 

Section 51 (see Question 817). There are, however, processes for 

deciding how to spend the money that are more likely to set and 

achieve goals that have lasting significance for the school. 

Experience has shown that the most creative decisions will be 

made when the community is encouraged to participate in forums 

that discuss and analyze the school's programs and needs and that 

maximize the impact of dollars spent when funding decisions are 

made. In some schools, this may mean training opportunities for 

teachers and administrators so that they can upgrade and update 

the resources and information they bring to the classroom. In 

other schools it may mean collaborating with community businesses 

and organizations to develop partnerships that are dependent upon 

matching funds for their coordination and management. Still other 

schools may want to develop a vehicle for expanding the school 

volunteer programs or internship opportunities for students. In 

addition, some schools may want to establish or expand instruc- 

tional, remedial, or cultural programs for students. Schools that 

use a process which encourages citizen participation and involve- 

ment will be better able to set priorities to determine those needs 

that would be more effectively addressed by School Improvement Fund 

grants. In addition, such schools will have educated their community 

about their programs and developed a strong reservoir of community 

support. 

21. Q. What kind of training is available to help councils? 

A. There are two kinds of training from which councils could benefit. 

As with any other kind of council, it is likely that council members 

will be better able to.make decisions affecting the school id they 

are well informed about the mission, programs, operations, and 

procedures of the school. A thorough orientation to the school 

and its aspirations will be of significant assistance to council 

members. The second kind of assistance relates to council func- 

tioning. Some council members may be unfamiliar with this kind of 



experience and may profit from training in effective meeting 

strategies, needs assessments/goal setting, decision-making, 

communication, conflict resolution, and other aspects of group 

interaction that would contribute to positive council experiences. 

The State Board and the Department of Education are committed to 

helping councils in organizing and developing a plan of action 

to increase their effectiveness. The Department has developed 

booklets on effective council functioning that will be sent to 

all schools and will also provide workshops which address a range 

of issues of interest to councils. Flyers announcing these work- 

shops will be sent to all superintendents, principals, and school 

committee chairpeople. 

22. Q. Bov does the School Improvement Council fit in vith the school 

committee and the parent teacher organization? 

A. The council is formed to meet the requirements of the legislation 

in order to qualify the school for monies appropriated by the 

Legislature. In this way, it is different from the school committee 

and the local parent teacher organization. The council shares 

many of the concerns of the school committee and the parent teacher 

organization but has its own unique way of addressing them, without 

interfering with the mission of either of these other institutions. 

School committees have legal responsibility and broad-based policy- 

making authority for an entire school district, while a council 

can turn its attention to particular areas of interest for a par- 

ticular school building. This focus allows councils to respond to 

the specific concerns of the school committee. Local parent teacher 

organizations, which relate specifically to individual school build- 

ings, can be especially valuable resources to councils because of 

their familiarity with the strengths and weaknesses of the local 

school and community. Councils can make use of the expertise of 

local parent teacher organizations in their decision-making and 

also may want to request opportunities to communicate with parents 

and teachers through meetings and publications. 



23. Q. What problems are councils likely to encounter? 

A. Councils are likely to have many of the same problems that other 

groups encounter. They may have difficulty in interpersonal 

relations within the council and will want to work to ensure that 

all members have an equal voice. They may find that members have 

problems with giving the time that council deliberations will 

require. They may find that the community is not interested in 

participating in open forums and information sharing sessions. 

In the past, similar councils have found that they can become the 

objects of community frustration and that community or school mem- 

bers may try to scapegoat them for the perceived weaknesses in the 

schools. In addition, councils may run into resistance to their 

plans from the school committee. 

By investing the time and energy that will convert seven individual 

members into a true council, with allegiance to a common mission 

and with a group process designed to allow all members an oppor- 

tunity to discuss their concerns and problems regarding the councils' 

work, councils can work together to address and resolve the various 

crises they may encounter. Also, by inviting the public to share 

in their deliberation process and soliciting the views of a range 

of community members, councils are more likely to engender public 

respect for their thoughtfulness and confidence in their decision 

making. 

24. Q. What factors can be used to determine that councils have been 

effective and successful? 

A. Councils which are established in accordance with Section 51, that 

select uses for their School Improvement Fund grants that are 

approved by their school committee, and that submit their required 

report will obviously have one measure of their success and effec- 

tiveness. There are also other ways to evaluate councils and to 

look at their potential for long-term effectiveness: 

Did the council involve the community in decision-making? 



Did the council communicate its process and outcomes to 

the community? 

Can one observe an improvement in student/teacher/parent/ 

community attitude regarding the school? 

Is there interest in having the council continue its 

involvement in the school? 

An affirmative answer to these or similar questions can provide an 

initial indicator that the School Improvement Council made a positive 

difference in the life of the school - both in bringing it increased 
resources and in expanding citizen involvement in the educational 

process. 

25. Q. Can monies be carried over from one year to another? 

A. No. These funds are for expenditures within the school year and the 

council must file a report of its expenditures by the end of the 

school year. 

26. Q. Can these grants be used for the operating expenses of the council, 

including items like postage, phone calls and copying? 

A. Yes, if this has been approved by the school committee. 

27. Q. Do all schools in a district need to have formed (or have decided 

not to form) a council before the superintendent can return the 

council certification form? 

A. No. While the Department of Education would prefer to receive all of 

the certifications from one school district at one time, this is not 

mandatory. As soon as an individual school meets the requirements of 

Section 51 and forms a School Improvement Council, the superintendent 

may submit the certification form for that school to the Director of 

Data Collection so that the school in question may receive its School 

Improvement Fund grant. 



APPENDIX A 

AN ACT IMPROVING TEE PWLIC SCEOOLS OF TEE CO?lkIONwEALTE 

CBAPTER 188 of the ACTS of 1985 

SECTION 2. Chapter 10 of the General Laws is hereby amended by 

inserting after section 35E the following section:- 

Section 35P. There shall be established and set up on the books of 

the Commonwealth a separate fund, to be known as the School Improvement 

Fund, to improve the quality of education at the school building level. 

Said fund shall consist of all monies appropriated therefor in each 

fiscal year and shall be allocated and expended pursuant to the provi- 

sions of section fifty-one of chapter fifteen. Notwithstanding the 

provisions of section nine B of chapter twenty-nine, all monies appro- 

priated to said fund shall be made available for distribution upon 

appropriation. 

Section 51. The board shall allocate such funds as are appropriated 

to the School Improvement Fund, established under the provisions of 

section thirty-five F of chapter ten, to each school building containing 

any of the grades from kindergarten to six, inclusive, in the fiscal 

year nineteen hundred and eighty-six, and in every school building con- 

taining any of the grades from kindergarten to twelve, inclusive, in 

the fiscal year nineteen hundred and eighty-seven and each fiscal year 

thereafter, which has filed information set forth in section forty-nine 

of chapter fifteen in the following manner: an amount of money equal 

to the total number of full-time equivalent students in grades kinder- 

garten to six, or kindergarten to twelve in attendance there during 

the preceding school year multiplied by ten dollars in the fiscal year 

nineteen hudnred and eighty-six and each fiscal year thereafter. 

Funds appropriated by the board shall be deposited with the town, 

city or regional treasurer in a separate account for expenditure by 

the councils pursuant to this section. 



The proceeds of the fund shall be used, at the school building 

level, to establish innovative academic programs, expanded services to 

students, purchase of instructional equipment, alternative education 

programs, cultural education programs, community or parental involve- 

ment programs, business and education partnership programs, staff 

training, or for any other purposes consistent with the intent of this 

section. 

Such funds shall not be used for current operating costs, supplies, 

utilities, existing building and equipment maintenance, existing staff, 

salaries and wages, or to supplant current school costs. 

At each school the expenditure of said funds shall be determined 

exclusively by a council consisting of the school principal who shall 

serve as chairman; three teachers, elected annually by the teachers 

of the building;.two parents of children attending said school building 

chosen in elections held annually by the local parent-teac'her organiza- 

tion under the direction of the principal of such school or, if none 

exists chosen by the school committee, and one person who is not a 

parent of a child attending said school building, appointed by the 

school committee. 

To the extent possible said councils shall be broadly representative 

of the racial and ethnic diversity of the school building and community. 

All decisions of the local school improvement council regarding the 

expenditure of funds under this section shall be submitted to the school 

committee who may veto same by a majority recorded vote. If no such vote 

is rendered by the committee within thirty days of receipt of said deci- 

sion, it shall be assumed to be approved. Should the school committee 

veto a decision of the local school improvement council, said matter 

shall not be re-submitted for a period of one year from said veto. 

Decisions of the local school improvement council shall not be subject 

to chapter one hundred and fifty E, provided, however, that such expen- 

ditures or decisions of said councils shall not be in violation of local 

collective bargaining contracts in existence at the time of passage of 

this act; and provided, however, that decisions of the local school 

improvement council regarding matters brought before it, including, but 



not limited to the expenditure of funds under this section, shall 

not interfere with any power, authority or statutory obligation 

lawfully vested in any school committee. 

All members of the school improvement council shall be subject to 

the provisions of chapter two hundred and sixty-eight A and shall not 

be subject to the provisions of chapter two hundred and sixty-eight B. 

The operation of the councils shall be subject to the provisions of 

section eleven A one-half of chapter thirty A, sections thirty-five 

to forty-six A, inclusive, of chapter forty-four and section ten of 

chapter sixty-six. 

The council shall annually submit a complete and detailed report of 

expenditures of funds under-this section to the commissioner of education 

by the end of the school year. 

The department shall prepare and distribute to each school superin- 

tendent and school improvement council a report specifying the use of 

school improvement funds statewide. 


